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Abstract
‘R

Thirtx*two}mother—fdther—infanf triads participated. From the poo?.of
64 pargﬂts. one pafeq} in each family { Hémothers and lo fafhers) was
randomly selected to serve as the subject for the sludy. After they
separated, from their ]0-month-old infants, these parents Heard‘cries
attributabie to their children. Firstbgrns received quicker and more

frequent attention from their parents than“did later-born infants. More f

x\motherg than fathers retrieved their.infants. Sensitivity to infant

- ’ . - - - - \
distress was related to the parents’ experiences in caregiving.
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" Working with Children while Minimizing Parents’
Unwarranted [nterventions: Fathers' and Mothers'

Responsiveness tosTheir Infant's Distress

Oné o% the common problems facing proféssiBna]s who wq;k with children
is an ovéé}y protective, unjustifiedly wary Panent. yhen clinic;l‘or-_ |
research procedures demand separation from the child for a while, the parent
may overcautlously 1inger near closed doors, attené'to each sbuﬁd and\ at

*

the s]\ghtest noise from the child, perhaps needlessly 1nterrupt the
sessxog to check up on the ¢hild. Even after repeated assurances from the
professional and evéﬁ from the child that ihe child is fine, the pé:Fnt‘s
'cautipusnéss may not be relié%ed.

In research examining the parent-child attachment bond, the parent and
child are typically separated, and then the child's subsequent behavior is
observed. If the child becomes distressed, it is assumed that the Cgi]d'S'
adapt1ve beMaviorsshave been ‘disrupted because of the parent’s absentq?

" In fact, the gxtent of‘th1s disruption has served as g valuable way to
estimate the quality and strength of the child's attachment to the parent.
Al though we frequent]y assume that the parents are as attached to

their children as the ch1ldren are to the1r parents in studies on the

effects of separation, we usua]ly only focus on how the child is affected.

Y

Perhaps it is time to turn the guestion around: Are the parents’' ongoing L

behaviors disrupted by the absence of their child? As many child 4
psychologistip-nursery-s;hool teachers, researchers, clinicians, and even
baby sitters know, the answer is unequivocally "yes.” In fact, it seems

~ that some parents are more distressed by separation than are their <children!

2+ N
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It is-often the parent who requires soothing ang attention once the child

departs. -

What are some of the characteristics of these wary, sometimes overly
cautious parents? Is an infant's mother or father more likely to be upset

by the separation? Does being separated from a son differ from being parted

from a daughter? How is the parent's guarded vigilence related to whether

-

the parent +is the primary or secondary caretaker for the baby? .Since some

research has shown that first-born children receive more attention and care-
takimg than do later-borns (Jacobs 3 Moss, 1976; Kilbride, John?on, §
Stréissguth, 1977), do parents who are experienced by having already raised

another child undergo less discomfort at separation than do first-time

.

parents? = These questions are addressed in this paper.

Studies that examife children's reacfions tdo separation of ten
use cr}ing as an inde Sf behavio;a}:disruption. According t6 many
theoretical viewpoin%s. crying signals to the parent that help is needed
and draws the pérent closer to the child. It seems 1ogiéa], then, that the
amount of fime a parent takes to attend to crying should be an excellent

index of parental attachment or of parental responsiveness and sensitivity.

A
We know that crying does arouse parents. In one study, the sound of

. X )

a tape-recorded cry by an unfamiliar infant caused a greater physiological

reaction in parents of only children than in mul tiparous parents {(Boukydis

& Burgess, 1982). However, mo thers’ réactivity didnot differ from fathers'

\
(Boukydis & Burgess, 1982; Frodi et al., 1978). But the source of the cry

has to be considered. Mothers were more aroused thqn fathers when the-

cry was from a tépe recording of their own infant .{Wiesenfeld, Malatesta,

& Deloaeh, 1981).'$Because these studies only dealt with physiologital

- # -

S



»

‘playroom observed by an experimenter. However, only the participating
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responsiveness to what the parents knew were prerecorded cries (that

1s, the parents were not required to do anything), we do not know whe ther

1

the parents' physiological reactions correspond to th?ir actual caretaking

behavior.
Sixteen female and 16 ma]e 10 -month-old infants, toqether with both
of theirkparents, participated in the study. When the family arrived, the

members were escorted to a playroom. From the pool of 64 parents, one y
) [ )

parent in each’ family fjf randomly chosen to serve as the §ubjekt for, the

study. That parent, however, was not aware of this fact. The gelection
>

of who was to serve as thegsubgect was made so that equal numbers of parents

V

with first-and Iater-born infants -{(and equal numbers of mothers and fathérs)
'

participated. For thoseparticipating as subjects, their ages, children's

ages, socioeconomic Jevels, race, and durations of marriage were comparable

~4

across the different groups.-

. \

Both parents were asked to leave the p]ayroom separately and- to remain
NG

in different waiting rooms nearby wh1]e their infant stayed alone in‘the

-—

parent actually left; unknown EP this parent, ‘the nonparticipating parent

always remained with the infant. ‘ N
) +
In the waiting room, the subject-parent was instructed that he or she

L

could listen to the interactions be tween the‘infant and the exﬁérimenter
through an intercom ostensibly connected to the playroom. The parent was
informed that the other parent‘ﬁas in a'different waiting room, which
un%ortunateiy, did not contain an intercom; éthherefore the other parent

rd
could not hear the infant. Any time that the subject-parent wanted, he or

she could return to the ,playroom to check ‘up on }he chi]d:

L
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The intercom was actually connected to a tape recorder which played
a cassette tape of random white noise recorded over the cries of a
one-year-old infan The white noise, presented at SQ‘decibels tor 10

minutes, was used tomask any distinct 1dent1fying features of the cry--to

make .the cry lesS recdgnizable to the, subject-parent. The cry began one
minute after the white noise started and continued for the ré&aining nine

minutes. _
e ‘
f The~time from the onset of the tape recording until the parent opened

«

the playroom door was recorded as the primary measure. When the parent
returned to the child or after 10 minutes had elapsed, the experiment ended.
The credibility of the procedure was then 'cheécked, and a questionnaire was

administered.\-

-t

4 ¥

The amount of time that parents delayed before attending to thei baby
was considered to be a measure of parental responsiveness or warines:;\\

_ Parents attended to their first-borns significantly faster thén =e their

later-born infaq}s: Parents waited a mean of 289.8 seconds for ‘their
firs¥-borns versus a mean of 426.9 seconds gor their later-born babies,
F(1,24 - 4.83, p < .05.( Some parents never opened the playreom door;:a

f equency analysiﬁ(revqéled thét parents were more 1ikely to investigate
the crying’ when the baby was their‘fjfst—born rather than’their Tater-born,
¥ (1, N = 32) - 417, p <.05.

- Six of the eight parents who did noﬁ\g}}egpt to retrieve thei} baby
within ?he 10-minute limit were fathers. A tegé*oi-the differenge between
the proportions of mothers and fafhers who opeﬁgd ;he-door was marginally ;
significant, z - 1.53, p - .0523, and indicates that fathers were more
likely than mothers {o ignore their infant's cries!-l L |
»
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In addition, information from the -questionnaire was significantly

related to the parents’ spéed pf responding to the cries. The more

caretaking responsibilities that the participéting parents ;ustumarﬂ;a

performed for their 1nfént, the faster thg&‘investigated the cres,

r (30) - .400, p < .05.. On the other hapd, the sheer amount of time thai

they reported just being with their children was not related Zo opening the

door, r (30) : -.16, p > .10. Parents also indicated the age at which

their infant first appeared tuirecognize’tﬁem. The younger ghe infant

was perceiyed to be able to recognize the partic\pating parent, the more

quickly that parent opened the playroom door, r (30) - .370, p < .05.

Both motheré and fathers investigated the cries of their first-borp
infants more quickly and frequently than the cries of their later-borns.
First-time parents seemed to be more uncomfortable at separation from their
baby. These findings are in agreement with others that have shown that.§
mothers genera]fy give more attention and caretaking to their first-borns
{Jacobs & Moss, 1976; Kilbrfde et al., 1977), and the findings extenq
previoﬁs work by demonstrating that fathers likewise exhibit a differential
responsiveness to cries that is related to parity (cf. Lewis & Kreitzenberg,
1979). )

Furthermore;_the resul ts are highly'consistent wité the data from
physinlogical studies (Bbukydis & Burgess, 1982). : First—time parents are
not only more phySIOIngcaIIy aroused by cries than are parents of more-than-
one chﬂd'but we have now Zhown that they also. act updn the cries faster
and more readily/ What this means to the professional who deals with children

is that crying by first-born babies arouses their, parents more, and the

2 . .- . A
attentinn given is more frequent, more contingent, and more rapid.

-
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Interestingly, any expectations regarding differences due tqjxhe child's
sex were not confirmed. That is, "“Daddy's 11ttle girl" did not receive
attention any faster ;hén did "Daddy's big boy,” and mothers,‘likewise,
seemed uninfluenced by fhe baby's sex.

\ Fewer fathers than mothers intervened to‘help end the crying. This
f{nding also supbérts some of the physiological research'ié&%%ich mothers’
and ;athers' cardiac patterns differed when they heard their baby cry
(Wiesenfeld et al., 1981).

The parents' responses to the questionnaire may help us better
understand why some parents returned to tHeir baby seconds after the crying
began, .whereas others waited--making 1ittle or no i}tempt to return, even
after they had listened to several minutes of crying. Speedy intervention
in the Xaborato{y was related to the amount of caretaking that parents . f
réported that they assumed--and to the age at which the parents believed )
iéat their infant first recognized them. On the other- hand, the sheer
amount of time that parents spend interacting with their infant was not -
‘associafed with their responsiveness to the distrest. Tt is likely that
caring for an infant-—not,just sgspding time with the baby--brings about

early recogn{tion and causes a parent to be sensitive to the baby's signals,

which, in turn, would lead the parent to interyene when the infant cries.

;ﬁ/
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